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Political violence appears to again be taking root in Paraguay, where five journalists have been
murdered in the 18 months since President Horacio Cartes came to power. The most recent victim,
reporter Gerardo Servián, was killed in early March, gunned down in broad daylight. He was
technically in Brazilian territory at the time, but just 200 meters from the border.
In this, as in the previous four cases (NotiSur, Nov. 21, 2014), suspicions point to mafia groups that
dominate the production and trafficking of drugs in the six northern and eastern departments
that border Brazil: Concepción, Canindeyú, San Pedro, Caaguazú, Guairá, and Caazapá. The
frequency at which these cases have occurred since the Cartes government began, on Aug. 15 2013,
is all the more alarming considering that, during the previous 24 years, starting from the moment
the dictatorship of Gen. Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989) ended, 12 journalists were killed. In the
past 25 years, more than 100 politically outspoken campesinos have also been murdered in the
aforementioned departments.
Journalists and campesino groups accuse President Cartes of being a "partner and protector of the
mafias." During a March 6 memorial service for Servián, the secretary-general of the Sindicato de
Periodistas de Paraguay (SPP) Santiago Ortiz called Cartes the "godfather of these mafia groups"
and said his "government of narcopolitics" is directly to blame for the five journalist killings. "Since
Cartes took over the presidency, the mafia murders with impunity," he said. "We’ve got to stop
being silent and afraid. We must put an end to narcopolitics. Either that or narcopolitics will put an
end to us."
Campesino groups are also trying to put pressure on the president. In early February, members
of the Federación Nacional Campesina (FNC) completed a several-day march from the six border
departments to Asunción, the capital, where they spoke out about the situation in rural areas and
demanded that "Cartes step down and be replaced by a patriotic junta made up of independent and
respected figures."

Spreading the word
As keen as it is for a change of government, the FNC’s primary objective in what has been a yearslong struggle is to implement an agrarian reform that ensures food sovereignty and stops the
displacement of campesinos who are being forced to hand over their lands and then have no choice
but to move to urban zones. The problems stem in large part from soy production, which, together
with beef, is one of the country’s principal sources of revenue (NotiSur, Nov. 22, 2013).
Paraguay is now the world’s fourth-leading exporter of the oilseed. The soy industry’s rapid
expansion was made possible, the nongovernment organization Base de Investigaciones Sociales
(Base IS) argued in a Feb. 17 report, "by the use of genetically modified (transgenic) seeds and the
employment, in great quantities, of agrotoxins that damage human and animal health and accelerate
the process of soil depletion."
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Much of what is taking place in Paraguay remains hidden from view. Local media focus on morbid
details but fail to explain the larger picture. The major opposition parties appear, for the most part,
to actually be in alliance with the government. And the presence of international news agencies
is limited to a handful of correspondents in Asunción who have little contact with what takes
place outside the capital. The repeated killings of journalists and campesinos have also gone
unacknowledged by groups such as the Inter American Press Association (IAPA) and Human Rights
Watch (HRW), and by regional organizations such as the Organization of American States (OAS)
and the Unión de Naciones Suramericanas (UNASUR).
Only certain UN agencies have offered social, labor, and human rights groups a sounding board
for their criticisms, proposals, and accusations. Recent reports about the murders of journalists and
campesino leaders, and the Base IS study on the country’s agrarian situation, for example, started
being talked about in Paraguay only after they were presented in Guatemala to Michel Forst, the
UN’s Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders, and in Geneva, Switzerland, to
the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which spent nearly two weeks (Feb. 23
to March 6) examining the situation in Paraguay.
Last year, two campesino activists were murdered—Eusebio Torres and Digno González Maidana
—bringing to 117 the number of agrarian leaders killed in the six northern and eastern departments
since democracy was restored. The deaths are part of a long and violent process by which creole
and indigenous farmers have lost their land to industrial-scale planters. Those same areas have also
seen the development of a powerful network of drug traffickers with strong ties to the two leading
political groups, the Partido Liberal Radical Auténtico (PLRA) and governing Partido Colorado (PC).
In a report submitted to Forst in late January, the Coordinadora de Derechos Humanos de Paraguay
(CODEHUPY) noted that the killings and disappearances of campesinos are carried out "by
assassins who are guaranteed impunity and operate on behalf of the drug mafias and the interests
of the soy-based agroindustrial complex." The group described the crimes as "part of a systematic
plan" by powerful political and economic players to appropriate land belonging to farming families
and indigenous communities.

Hunger and displacement
The Base IS report presented in Geneva suggests that the total amount of land now dedicated
to soy farming in Paraguay exceeds 3 million hectares. The study, based on official figures, also
demonstrates the extent to which the use of agrotoxins has mushroomed in recent years. In 2009,
Paraguay imported 6 million liters of herbicides, 2.5 of insecticides, and 235,000 of fungicides. The
totals for 2013, in contrast, were 32.5 million liters (herbicides), 8 million (insecticides), and 3 million
(fungicides).
"Despite the exponential increase in the use of agrotoxins and the documented claims of harm that
has been caused by exposure to them, the state has not developed basic regulations to protect the
human rights to life, health, a healthy environment, adequate food, water, and all the other elements
affected by these substances," the report reads.
The study also looks at the socioeconomic repercussions of Paraguay’s agricultural model. "There
is an exclusionary economic structure that expands certain activities such as cattle farming and
mechanized soy while displacing campesinos and indigenous people, who are left landless and thus
have no place to grow their food," the report reads. As a result, some 900,000 campesinos have left
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he countryside and moved to Asunción and other cities, the Base IS estimates (NotiSur, Oct. 7, 2011,
Jan. 18, 2013, and Aug. 2, 2013).
The study goes on to say, "The deterioration of campesino and indigenous family agriculture
has caused a significant reduction in the variety of foods available for local consumption." The
production of beans and peanuts, for example, has decreased by 20% and 30%, respectively, in the
past two decades despite being a historically significant part of the Paraguay diet. The country’s
overall population, in the meantime, is growing. "This implies an increase in food insecurity," the
report explains.
Between 1992 and 1992, there were an estimated 900,000 undernourished people in Paraguay. Data
collected between 2011 and 2013 suggests that the number now stands at 1.5 million. "Instead of
advancing toward the UN’s Millennium Development Goal of reducing hunger, Paraguay has
increased the number of undernourished by 69.6%," the Base IS explains.
The study also looked at data related to income distribution. In 1991, the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) measured the Gini coefficient of land concentration in Paraguay at 0.93,
the highest in the world. The Gini coefficient measures inequality on a scale of 0 to 1, with 0
representing full equality and 1 representing maximum inequality. Base IS, basing its assessment
on numbers from the 2008 Censo Agropecuario Nacional, estimates that the Gini coefficient for land
concentration is now higher still: 0.94.
The nongovernmental organization Oxfam estimates that just 1.6% of the country’s landowners
control 80% of the best agricultural and ranching land. More than 40% of Paraguayans, however,
live in the countryside. Past governments, both during and after the dictatorship, complicated
matters even more, according to Base IS, by illegally awarding huge swaths of land to people
who are exempt from the Estatuto Agrario land ownership and management rules. Base IS and
Oxfam cite official numbers to suggest that, between 1954 and 2003, some 8 million ha of prime
land (approximately 19.3% of the country’s total territory) were awarded to national and foreign
politicians and business people with ties to the various governments (NotiSur, Feb. 17, 2012, and
April 13, 2012).
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